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Abstract
Personal values are broad motivational goals that have been found to have systematic 
relations with subjective wellbeing in adults. Values that promote higher subjective 
wellbeing are considered healthy while those that hamper it are considered unhealthy 
(Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018). However, little is known about these relations in chil-
dren. This pre-registered study examined (1) whether the values of children (6 to 
12 years of age) relate to their subjective wellbeing and (2) whether these relations 
are moderated or mediated by perceived social support from parents, teachers, class-
mates, and close friends. These research questions were examined with a sample of 
738 primary school students (50% female). Our results show that healthy growth 
values were positively related to subjective wellbeing overall, and for the subgroups 
of girls and children 9 to 12 years but not boys and children 6 to 8 years; however, 
unhealthy anxiety values were only negatively associated with subjective wellbeing 
for girls. While perceived social support partially mediated relations between growth 
values and subjective wellbeing, the direct values-wellbeing relations accounted for 
over half the variance. Interestingly, this study also found that growth values posi-
tively, and anxiety values negatively, influenced perceived social support from all ref-
erents. While perceived social support did not moderate values-wellbeing relations in 
the overall sample, differences were found in the way perceived social support moder-
ated these relations in some age and gender subgroups. Taken together, these findings 
suggest that healthy growth values positively influence subjective wellbeing in mid-
dle childhood, even after accounting for perceived social support.
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Introduction

There is growing evidence of mental health problems among school aged children (4 to 
17 years), globally. For instance, in Australia, 14% of primary school aged children (4 to 
11 years) experienced a diagnosable mental health disorder, including behavior and anxi-
ety disorders (e.g., AIHW, 2020; Goodsell et al., 2017). In England, mental health disor-
ders increased from 11% in 2017 to 16% in 2020 in children aged 5 to 16 years (Newlove-
Delgado et al., 2021) and in India, 23% of school children are said to have a psychiatric 
disorder (see meta-analysis, Malhotra & Patra, 2014). Internalizing problems (e.g., depres-
sive and anxiety symptoms, somatic complaints, and withdrawn behavior) have also been 
reported to have increased in childhood in Australia (Wang et al., 2018). Evidence of an 
increase in mental health problems in childhood has resulted in a greater interest in increas-
ing wellbeing in the school context (Dix et al., 2020a; 2020b; OECD, 2019d).

Subjective wellbeing, which relates to how individuals evaluate their own lives, includ-
ing cognitive appraisals of life, and domains of life, as well as positive and negative affect 
(e.g., emotions and moods; Diener et al., 2017), is a key aspect of wellbeing. In this paper, 
the focus is on how happy and satisfied individuals are with the life they are leading (see 
Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018). Understanding subjective wellbeing is important in the school 
context, as it has been found to predict changes in students’ academic functioning and out-
comes (e.g., Suldo et  al., 2011). In addition, subjective wellbeing has been found to be 
reciprocally associated with academic engagement (e.g., Datu & King, 2018).

Brockevelt et al. (2019) suggested that subjective wellbeing is a transformative inter-
action between the child (i.e., their self-concept, beliefs and values, personal compe-
tence, attitudes, and personality), their context (i.e., home, family, community, school, 
and peers), and their engagement in meaningful activity (i.e., habits, routines, rituals, 
and role fulfilment). However, most previous research on subjective wellbeing in child-
hood has focused on the influence of context, primarily social context. For instance, 
the wellbeing of adolescents in a classroom context has been shown to be related to 
the wellbeing of their classmates King and Datu (2017). Specifically, adolescents in 
classes with high levels of positive affect and life satisfaction were also more likely 
to have high levels of positive affect and life satisfaction themselves. In younger chil-
dren (aged 7 years), relationships with friends/family, issues of safety, and bullying and 
social exclusion during school play were important factors in predicting subjective well-
being (Rees, 2019). While social context is clearly an important aspect of wellbeing in 
school children, little is known about the impact of individual differences in personality 
characteristics on their wellbeing.

There has been a great deal of interest in how different aspects of personality, especially 
traits and values, relate to subjective wellbeing in adults. In support of this, meta-analytic 
studies have found that personality traits are one of the better predictors of subjective well-
being in adults (Anglim et al., 2020; Steel et al., 2008). Studies have also found that per-
sonal values have both a direct and indirect impact on subjective wellbeing in adults (e.g., 
Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018). However, no studies were found to examine whether or how 
personal values are associated with subjective wellbeing in middle childhood.

The current, pre-registered study (see link https:// aspre dicted. org/ 7VS_ JM3) aimed to 
help fill this gap by examining whether and how personal values, defined as broad motiva-
tional life goals (Schwartz, 1992), relate to subjective wellbeing in middle childhood. How-
ever, rather than studying these relations in isolation, as is the case in much of the adult 
literature, this study examined how personal values relate to subjective wellbeing in light 

https://aspredicted.org/7VS_JM3


Personal values, subjective wellbeing, and the effects of…

1 3

of perceived social support from important referents (i.e., parents, teachers, classmates, and 
close friends), as good interpersonal relationships with those who are close are fundamen-
tal to wellbeing (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

Personal values, perceived social support, and subjective wellbeing

Personal values are broad motivational goals that transcend situations and reflect what is 
important to people in their lives (Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 1994). They serve as guiding 
principles that direct beliefs, attitudes, and behavior (e.g., Allport et  al., 1960; Rokeach, 
1973; Schwartz, 1992) and have been associated with subjective wellbeing in adults (e.g., 
Sagiv & Schwartz, 2000; Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018; Sortheix & Schwartz, 2017).

The most commonly cited personal values theory today is the Schwartz (1992) theory of 
human values. This theory identified the circular structure of a set of near-universal values, 
based on a motivational continuum that underlies the conflicts and compatibilities among 
values. Schwartz (1992) divided this circular structure into ten basic values (see Fig.  1, 
inner circle), and summarized the conflicts and compatibilities among these basic values 
with four higher order values, organized along two dimensions (Fig. 1, second circle). The 
first dimension opposes self-transcendence values (i.e., benevolence and universalism), 
emphasizing concern for the welfare of close and distant others, with self-enhancement 
values (i.e., power, achievement, and sometimes hedonism), emphasizing the pursuit of 
self-interests over the interests of others. The second dimension opposes conservation val-
ues (i.e., tradition, conformity, and security), emphasizing maintenance of the status quo, 
with openness-to-change values (i.e., self-direction, stimulation, and sometimes hedon-
ism), emphasizing the pursuit of autonomy and novelty. The ten basic and four higher order 
values can also be collapsed into different dimensions (Fig. 1, outer circles), including the 
contrast between anxiety avoidance and growth values and the contrast between person-
focused and social-focused values (Schwartz et al., 2012). This theory allows researchers to 
examine relations between values and constructs of interest at different levels of specificity.

Empirical support for the Schwartz (1992) theory has been found in hundreds of adult 
samples in more than 80 countries (Sagiv et al., 2017). There is also growing evidence that 
childrens’ values are similar, in both structure and function, to those found in adult samples 
(e.g., Collins et al., 2017; Döring et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2017).

Childrens’ values have been found to relate to antecedents (e.g., age and gender) in a similar 
way to adults’ values. Specifically, in terms of gender, boys have been found to place higher 
importance on self-enhancement values than girls, whereas girls have been found to place 
higher importance on the opposing self-transcendence values than boys (e.g., Bilsky et  al., 
2015; Döring et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2017; Tulviste et al., 2018). These gender-based patterns 
are similar to those found in adult (e.g., Borg, 2019) and adolescent samples (e.g., Elizarov 
et al., 2023). Similarly, age has been positively associated with self-transcendence and nega-
tively associated with self-enhancement values in middle childhood (Daniel et al., 2020; Tamm 
& Tulviste, 2022). However, in contrast to adults, openness-to-change have been positively, and 
conservation values negatively, associated with age in children (Cieciuch et al., 2016; Tulviste 
et al., 2018). Childrens’ values have also been found to relate to potential consequences (e.g., 
value-expressive behavior; Vecchione et al., 2016) in a similar way to adults’ values.

While no studies were found to relate personal values to subjective wellbeing in mid-
dle childhood (defined as around 6 to 12 years of age, Collins, 1984; DelGiudice, 2018), 
mixed results have been found in adult and adolescent samples. In an effort to shed some 
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light on why there may be inconsistencies in relations between values and subjective well-
being, Schwartz and Sortheix (2018) suggest that inconsistencies may reflect different 
perspectives on how personal values influence subjective wellbeing. They point out that 
previous research considered these relations from three different perspectives: (1) a (un)
healthy values perspective, (2) a goal attainment perspective, and (3) a value-congruence 
perspective. Specifically, subjective wellbeing may be influenced by values directly, due to 
the content of healthy versus unhealthy values and their underlying motivations, or indi-
rectly, due to the potential for value attainment and/or the alignment of values with the 
prevailing culture or environment (i.e., value-congruence). The current study focuses on 
the (un)healthy values perspective in examining relations between values and subjective 
wellbeing in middle childhood, based on the previous adult research. This (un)healthy per-
spective of the content of values is grounded in self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 
1985). This theory proposed that people experience higher wellbeing with three basic psy-
chological needs are met (i.e., autonomy, relatedness and competence; Ryan, 2009).
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Fig. 1   Schwartz theory of human values. Source: Adapted from Schwartz, S. H. (2016, Ch4, p.68) ‘Basic 
individual values: Sources and consequences’. Handbook of value. Perspectives from Economics, Neurosci-
ence, Philosophy, Psychology and Sociology. Oxford University Press
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Drawing on self-determination theory, Sagiv et al. (2015) argued that those values with 
intrinsically motivating content (e.g., self-direction) are healthy in that they promote well-
being, whereas those values with extrinsically motivating content (e.g., conformity) are 
unhealthy in that they thwart or frustrate wellbeing. Bilsky and Schwartz (1994) origi-
nally argued that healthy values (i.e., hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, 
benevolence, and sometimes achievement) facilitate an individual’s growth needs, while 
unhealthy values (i.e., conformity, tradition, security, power and sometimes achievement) 
facilitate an individual’s self-protective needs. Sagiv and Schwartz (2000) later proposed 
that pursuing healthy values is more likely to lead to positive attitudes and behaviors that 
promote positive subjective wellbeing, whereas pursuing unhealthy values is more likely 
to lead to negative attitudes and behaviors that undermine subjective wellbeing. More 
recently, Schwartz and Sortheix (2018), proposed that healthy growth values promote sub-
jective wellbeing as they motivate self-expansion, through self-actualization, free-expres-
sion, or a focus on the welfare of others.

While no studies were found to examine relations between childrens’ values and sub-
jective wellbeing, other aspects of wellbeing have been examined, with mixed results. For 
instance, growth values were positively associated with psychological wellbeing in adoles-
cents (Bojanowska & Piotrowski, 2018) and global self-worth in children (Collins et  al., 
2022), but not self-esteem in adolescents (Benish-Weisman et al., 2019). Thus, it is not obvi-
ous whether relations between healthy values and subjective wellbeing will be the same in 
children as they are for adults or adolescents. Therefore, this study examined whether the 
expected (un)healthy values-wellbeing relations are evident in middle childhood. Specifi-
cally, this study examined the pre-registered hypothesis that, in middle childhood:

H1: Growth values will be positively related to wellbeing.

In contrast, Schwartz and Sortheix (2018) also proposed that unhealthy anxiety val-
ues should undermine subjective wellbeing as they motivate the need to avoid threat and 
anxiety, through self-restriction, order and avoiding change or asserting control and domi-
nance, to overcome anxiety. In adolescent and children’s samples, self-enhancement values 
located in the anxiety values region, were negatively associated with psychological well-
being (Bojanowska & Piotrowski, 2018), psychological adjustment (Tamm et  al., 2020), 
and self-esteem (Benish-Weisman et  al., 2019; Collins et  al., 2022); however, conserva-
tion values, which are also located in the anxiety values region, were positively associated 
with self-esteem and global self-worth (Benish-Weisman et al., 2019; Collins et al., 2022). 
Given this, the role of unhealthy values in explaining subjective wellbeing in middle child-
hood needs further investigation. Thus, this study examined the pre-registered hypothesis 
that, in middle childhood:

H2: Anxiety values will be negatively related to wellbeing.

Further, this study also examined age and gender differences in value-subjective wellbe-
ing relations, as previous research found gender and age differences in the importance of 
specific values (Döring et al., 2015), As such, this study explored whether the hypothesized 
relations (H1 and H2) held across subsamples of (a) girls and (b) boys and (c) older and (d) 
younger children.

Values, and relations with potential consequences, are often examined in isolation. It is 
possible that one of the reasons for previous research finding mixed results in values and sub-
jective wellbeing relations is due to other factors influencing these relations. One important 
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factor in children’s wellbeing research is the role of social support. As such, this study exam-
ined the role of childrens’ perceptions of social support in value-wellbeing relations.

Perceived social support, which is defined as “an individual’s perceptions of general 
support or specific supportive behaviors (available or enacted on) from people in their 
social network, which enhances their functioning or may buffer them from adverse out-
comes” (Demaray & Malecki, 2002, p. 215), has been found to have a significant posi-
tive influence on subjective wellbeing (Goodwin et  al., 2004). A meta analysis found 
that childrens’ perceptions of social support, including teacher support, were positively 
related to their wellbeing, and that the association between social support and wellbe-
ing increased with age (see meta-analaysis, Chu et al., 2010). Further, relations between 
social support and self-esteem (Ikiz & Cakar, 2010), victimization and aggression (Jen-
kins & Demaray, 2012), and depression (Rueger et  al., 2016) have also been found in 
adolescence. Specifically, perceived social support from parents, teachers, and friends 
were all positively related to self-esteem (Ikiz & Cakar, 2010), and negatively related to 
peer victimization and aggression (Jenkins & Demaray, 2012). Perceived social support 
from family (i.e., parents, grandparents/ siblings), teacher, classmate, and close friend 
also had a significant negative association with depression (see Rueger et al., 2016).

Social support has also been found to moderate relations between a range of differ-
ent constructs and aspects of wellbeing. For instance, perceived social support moderated 
relations between social acceptance and wellbeing (Tian et al., 2015), bullying and well-
being (Davidson & Demaray, 2007), and negative environmental factors (i.e., medically 
ill family member, abuse, trauma, low income) and wellbeing (see meta-analytic review; 
Rueger et  al., 2016). Thus, this study examined the role of perceived social support on 
relations between values and subjective wellbeing in middle childhood. Therefore, this 
pre-registered hypothesis stated that in middle childhood:

H3: Social support will have a positive effect on the relationship between values and 
wellbeing.

This study also examined whether H3 held across subsamples of (a) girls and (b) boys 
and (c) older and (d) younger children. Past research has found girls perceived higher lev-
els of classmate support than boys in perceptions of classmate social support (Danielsen 
et al., 2009; Rueger et al., 2010).

Perceived social support has also been found to mediate relations between different 
constructs and wellbeing. For instance, perceived social support has been found to medi-
ate relations between problems in childhood/adolescence and wellbeing (Sánchez-San-
doval et  al., 2019) and between parent involvement and psychological wellbeing (Hao 
et al., 2019). Thus, this study also explored whether perceived social support mediated 
relations between values and subjective wellbeing.

The current study

Despite growing evidence that individual differences in personal values influence sub-
jective wellbeing in adolescents (e.g., Benish-Weisman et  al., 2021; Bojanowska & 
Piotrowski, 2018; Solomon & Knafo, 2010; Tamm et al., 2021), little attention has been 
paid to these relations in middle childhood. Therefore, this pre-registered study sought 
to address important gaps in the literature by examining values and subjective wellbeing 
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relations in middle childhood. Specifically, this study examined relations between personal 
values and subjective wellbeing from an (un)healthy values perspective, and whether per-
ceived social support from parents, teachers, classmates, and close friends mediates, or 
moderates, values-wellbeing relations in middle childhood.

Method

Participants and procedures

As part of a larger study, participants were recruited from a convenience sample of two 
metropolitan primary schools in Western Australia. These were in areas with relatively 
high socioeconomic status (i.e., in the 10th decile for economic advantage vs. disadvan-
tage, education, and occupation in Australia), and with 39% to 43% having both parents 
born overseas compared with the national average of 28% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2021). As data was collected over a two-week period, some participants were absent or 
unavailable for subsequent surveys. In total, 738 children, aged 6 to 12 years, first com-
pleted the personal values survey (50% female; Mage = 9.00, SD = 1.79). Of these, 718 com-
pleted the subjective wellbeing scale (50% female; Mage = 9.04, SD = 1.77) and 697 com-
pleted the social support scale (51% female; Mage = 9.00, SD = 1.79). These sample sizes 
were considered adequate for all analyses (see power analyses in Supplemental Materials 
S1). Ethics approval for this study was granted by The University of Western Australia, 
with opt-out consent. In total, the five children that were opted out by their parents, and 
children with neurotypical disorders (e.g., Autism), were excluded from the analysis.

After a brief introduction, children completed the values survey on iPads and at subse-
quent sessions, they completed the wellbeing and social support scales in their home class-
room. Consideration was given for children’s phonological processing ability (i.e., ability 
to decode and read with understanding) for both paper surveys. Specifically, year 1 and 
2 children (typically aged 5.5 to 7.5) were read the questionnaire in small groups or as a 
class, whereas in year 3 to 6 (typically aged 7.5 to 11.5), only those identified as having 
reading difficulties by their teachers, were read the questions.

Measures

Personal values were measured using the revised Animated Values Instrument (AVI-r; 
Lee et  al., 2017). This measure is based on best–worst scaling theory (Louviere et  al., 
2015), which extends paired comparisons to the multiple-choice context. Specifically, par-
ticipants were asked to choose which value animation is “most like you” and which is 
“least like you” from sets of five animations presented in each of 21 subsets (see Fig-
ures  S1 & S2 in Supplemental materials for thumbnail animations/screen shot). These 
subsets were formed from a balanced Youden experimental design, where each animation 
was seen five times and each pair of animations was seen together once, across 21 subsets.

Values scores were calculated by the simple count method. The number of times a value 
was chosen as “least like you” was subtracted from the number of times the same value 
was chosen as “most like you” (see Louviere, et al., 2015). This score was then divided 
by the number of times the item appeared across the survey (i.e., 5 times), resulting in an 
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11-point scale (-1 to + 1), where higher scores reflect higher value importance and zero is 
the mid-point. Following Collins et al. (2017) this study found consistency of choice was a 
good marker of reliability in this sample (see Supplemental Materials S2).

Higher order values subscales were calculated by first averaging value items for the basic 
values scores and then averaging the basic values scores that reflect each higher-order value 
(see Benish-Weisman et al., 2019; Schwartz et al., 2012). Scores for growth values were com-
puted by averaging scores for the higher order self-transcendence (i.e., universalism, benevo-
lence) and openness-to-change values (i.e., self-direction, stimulation). Scores for anxiety val-
ues were computed by averaging scores for the higher order self-enhancement (i.e., power, 
achievement) and conservation values (i.e., tradition, conformity, security). Given that achieve-
ment can be considered either a healthy or an unhealthy value, this study examined the corre-
lations between the 10 basic values in this sample (see Supplemental Materials Table S1). As 
achievement was positively correlated with power (an unhealthy value) and negatively with 
self-direction (a healthy value), achievement was included in the computation of anxiety val-
ues. Further, as hedonism was positively correlated with achievement values and negatively 
with self-direction values in this sample, its position as being healthy or unhealthy was uncer-
tain, as such it was not included in scoring of either growth or anxiety values.

Subjective wellbeing was measured using the Personal Wellbeing Index – School Chil-
dren (PWI-SC: Cummins & Lau, 2005). This is an established 8-item scale with good reli-
ability and validity (Tomyn & Cummins, 2011; Tomyn et al., 2020). This scale includes 
the 7-item Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) and an optional item about overall happiness in 
life. This study used only the 7-item PWI as multi-item scales are considered more reliable 
for measuring subjective wellbeing than a single item. Respondents are asked to indicate 
their level of happiness in seven life domains (i.e., standard of living, health, achievements, 
relationships, safety, future security, and community), on an 11-point scale with anchors at 
0 (very sad), 5 (not happy or sad), and 10 (very happy). These are then combined to form 
the PWI. Cronbach’s alpha for the 7-item PWI was acceptable (α = 0.69).

Perceived social support was measured using the Social Support Scale for Children 
(SSSC: Harter, 2012), which has been reported as having good internal consistency, reliabil-
ity, and validity (e.g., Gordon-Hollingsworth et al., 2015). The SSSC uses 6 items to measure 
perceived support for each of four categories: parents, classmates, teachers, and close friends. 
It uses a ‘structured alternative format’, where two opposing alternatives are presented (e.g., 
Some kids have parents who don’t seem to hear about their children’s problems BUT other 
kids have parents who do want to listen to their children’s problems), with the chosen alterna-
tive being rated as either Really True for me or Sort of True for me (see Harter, 2012). The 
most positive statement in each pair was scored as 4 (really true for me) or 3 (sort of true 
for me) and the least positive in each pair was scored as 1 (really true for me) or 2 (sort of 
true for me). Cronbach’s alpha was reasonable for each category: Parent support (α = 0.79); 
teacher support (α = 0.83); classmate support (α = 0.72); close friend support (α = 0.84).

Analytic strategy

Multidimensional scaling (MDS) PROXSCAL procedure (SPSSv29) with an initial theory 
driven custom configuration, ordinal proximity transformations, Euclidian distance meas-
ures, and Z-score transformations (following Schwartz et al., 2012), were used to examine 
whether the Schwartz (1992) theorized structure of basic values (see Fig. 1) was reflected 
in this sample. As both values and subjective wellbeing data were non-normally distrib-
uted, as is often found with values and subjective wellbeing (see Supplemental Materials 
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Table S2, Figures S3-S5), Spearman’s rank order correlations were used to estimate rela-
tions between values and subjective wellbeing. Finally, to examine whether social support 
moderated or mediated these relations, this study used the SPSS PROCESS v3.4 macro 
(Hayes, 2018), with standardized variables, using the heteroscedasticity-consistent stand-
ard error estimator (HC3), and examining one standard deviation above and below the 
mean for the dependent variable. To determine whether the effects in the models were sig-
nificant, this study used bootstrapping and 95% confidence intervals (CI). For moderation, 
Hayes Model 1 was used to examine each type of perceived social support separately (i.e., 
parent, teacher, classmate, close friend). For mediation, Hayes Model 4 was used to exam-
ine all four types of perceived social support in the one model.

Results

Descriptive statistics

The two-dimensional MDS map (see Fig. 2) supports the theoretical order of the Schwartz 
(1992) basic values, with the exception of benevolence and universalism, with benevolence 
being located closer to the center of the map. This has been found in other samples and is 
considered a minor deviation (e.g., Döring et al., 2015).

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables are presented in Table 1. 
The means for subjective wellbeing and all four types of perceived social support were 
relatively high and positively related. In line with previous research (e.g., Mannerström 
et al., 2023; Ungvary et al., 2018), growth values were more important and anxiety values 
were less important on average in the sample.

Hypothesis testing

In support of Hypothesis 1 (pre-registered), the correlation between healthy growth val-
ues (i.e., self-transcendence, openness-to-change) and subjective wellbeing was positive 
overall (r = 0.14, p < 0.001). This was also the case for girls (r = 0.20, p < 0.001) and for 
older children (r = 0.16, p = 0.001), supporting H1a and c. However, these relations were 
not significant for boys (r = 0.10, p = 0.072), or for younger children (r = 0.09, p = 0.115), 
thus H1b and d were rejected.

Hypothesis 2 (pre-registered) was not supported at the sample level. That is, the cor-
relation between unhealthy anxiety values (i.e., self-enhancement, conservation) and sub-
jective wellbeing was not significant (r = -0.05, p = 0.185). At the subgroup level these 
relations were significant for girls (r = -0.14, p = 0.009), supporting H2a, but not for boys 
(r = -0.01, p = 0.841) or for older (r = -0.03, p = 0.511) or younger (r = -0.05, p = 0.405) 
children. Thus, H2b-d were rejected.1

Hypothesis 3 (pre-registered) was not supported overall, with none of the four types 
of perceived social support (i.e., parent, teacher, classmate, or close friend) moderating 

1 As suggested by a reviewer, relations between person- and social-focused values and subjective wellbeing 
were also tested at the sample level; however, the results were less compelling see Supplemental materials 
S3.
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relations between either growth values and subjective wellbeing or anxiety values and sub-
jective wellbeing (see Table S3 in the supplemental materials). However, when this study 
explored whether perceived social support moderated relations between values and sub-
jective wellbeing for gender and age subgroups, five significant results were found. For 
boys, perceived parent support positively moderated relations between growth values and 
subjective wellbeing (β = 2.68, 95% CIs [0.8, 4.6], p = 0.007) and negatively moderated 
relations between anxiety values and subjective wellbeing (β = -1.23, 95% CIs [-2.4, -0.1], 
p = 0.038), partially supporting H3b. For younger children, perceived classmate support 
negatively moderated relations between anxiety values and subjective wellbeing (β = -1.31, 
95% CIs [-2.6, -0.16], p = 0.041), as did perceived friend support (β = -1.58, 95% CIs [-2.8, 
-0.3], p = 0.013). In contrast, for older children, perceived classmate support positively 
moderated relations between anxiety values and subjective wellbeing (β = 1.51, 95% CIs 
[0.2, 2.8], p = 0.024). For detailed results see Table S4a-d Supplemental Materials.

The significant moderation effects at the subsample level were probed further to test the 
significance of the slopes for three levels of perceived social support (− 1 SD, the mean, + 1 
SD, respectively). Figure  3a, b shows how perceived parent support moderated relations 
between values and subjective wellbeing relations for boys. These results show that perceived 
parent support significantly increased subjective wellbeing for boys with higher, but not lower, 
growth values (see Fig. 3a). In contrast, perceived parent support significantly increased sub-
jective wellbeing for boys with lower, but not higher, anxiety values (see Fig. 3b).

Figure 4a, b shows the different ways in which perceived classmate support moder-
ated relations between values and subjective wellbeing for older and younger children. 
For older children, perceived classmate support significantly increased subjective well-
being for those with higher, but not lower, anxiety values (see Fig.  4a). In contrast, 
for younger children, perceived classmate support significantly increased subjective 

Fig. 2  MDS for year 1 to 6 children. Note. N = 738 (Stress 1 = .092, DAF = .992); lines represent higher-
order value regions
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wellbeing for those with lower, but not higher, anxiety values (see Fig. 4b). Similarly, 
for younger children, perceived close friend support significantly increased subjective 
wellbeing for those with lower, but not higher, anxiety values (see Fig. 4c).

Social support as a possible mediator for values‑subjective wellbeing relations

This study explored whether perceived social support mediated relations, either fully or 
partially, between childrens’ values and subjective wellbeing. This was done to see whether 
social support acts as a protective factor that nullifies the hypothesized relations between 
growth values and subjective wellbeing (H1), and anxiety values and subjective wellbeing 
relations (H2). The positive relations between growth values and subjective wellbeing (H1) 
were partially mediated by some, but not all, types of social support (see Fig. 5). Of the 
total effect (β = 1.73, p < 0.001), over half was accounted for by the direct effect of growth 
values on subjective wellbeing (β = 0.97, p = 0.031). However, significant indirect effects 
were also found through perceived parent and perceived classmate support, but this was not 
the case for perceived teacher or perceived close friend support. Further, growth values had 
a positive effect on perceived social support from parents, teachers, classmates, and close 
friends. This suggests that children who prioritise growth values perceive they have social 
support from their parents, teachers, classmates, and close friends, (See Fig. 5).

Fig. 3  Moderation by perceived 
parent support for boys. a Modera-
tion of relations between growth 
values (i.e., self-transcendence 
& openness-to-change) and 
subjective wellbeing relations 
by perceived parent support for 
boys. b Moderation of relations 
between anxiety values (i.e., self-
enhancement & conservation) and 
subjective wellbeing by perceived 
parental support for boys. Red dots 
show relations between values and 
subjective wellbeing at the mean 
levels of parent support, with blue 
dots showing these relations at 
1SD below the mean and green 
dots showing 1SD above the mean. 
Note. n’s = 338
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For anxiety values, neither the direct (β = 0.11) nor total effects (β = -0.36) on subjec-
tive wellbeing were significant (see Fig. 6). Again significant, but different, indirect effects 
were found for anxiety values on subjective wellbeing through perceived parent and per-
ceived classmate support, but not for perceived teacher or perceived close friend support. 
However, anxiety values had negative effects on all four types of perceived social support. 
This suggests that children who prioritise anxiety values perceive they do not have social 
support from their parents, teachers, classmates, and close friends.

Fig. 4  Moderation by perceived 
social support by age. a Modera-
tion of relations between anxiety 
values (i.e., self-enhancement 
& conservation) and subjective 
wellbeing by perceived classmate 
support for older children. 
Note. n = 398. b Moderation 
of relations between anxiety 
values (i.e., self-enhancement 
& conservation) and subjective 
wellbeing by perceived classmate 
support for younger children. 
Note. n = 287. c Moderation of 
relations between anxiety values 
(i.e., self-enhancement & conser-
vation) and subjective wellbeing 
by perceived close friend support 
for younger children. Note: 
n = 287; Red dots show relations 
between values and subjective 
wellbeing at the mean levels of 
parent support, with blue dots 
showing these relations at 1SD 
below the mean and green dots 
showing 1SD above the mean
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Discussion

Previous research suggests early life experiences (e.g., Denny et al., 2004), social relation-
ships (Heady et al., 2013), social support (e.g., Henderson, 1981), coping styles (Matud, 
2004; Parker et al., 1998), and personality characteristics (Lucas, 2018) can help to shape 
responses to life stressors that impact mental health. Most of the research examining 
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Fig. 5  Mediation of relations between growth values (i.e., self-transcendence and openness-to-change) and 
subjective wellbeing by perceived social support. Note. N = 684; ns = not significant; *p < .05; **p < .01; 
***p < .001
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Fig. 6  Mediation of relations between anxiety values (i.e., self-enhancement and conservation) and sub-
jective wellbeing by perceived social support. Note. N = 684; ns = not significant;  *p < .05;  **p < .01;   
***p < .001
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factors influencing childrens’ wellbeing have focused on contextual factors. Thus, the cur-
rent study sought to examine whether children’s personal values are related to their subjec-
tive wellbeing, and whether these relations are moderated or mediated by perceived social 
support from parents, teachers, classmates, and close friends.

Findings from the current study suggest that some, but not all, personal values related 
to childrens’ subjective wellbeing. Specifically, healthy growth values were found to pos-
itively influence subjective wellbeing in middle childhood. It appears that children who 
place higher importance on healthy growth values (i.e., values that promote pursuit of 
autonomy and novelty or caring for the welfare of others) may have better wellbeing out-
comes than those who place lower importance on these values. However, these findings 
were less clear for the proposition that unhealthy anxiety values being negatively associ-
ated with subjective wellbeing, as this was not found in the overall sample, but was found 
in the subsample of girls.

The finding that healthy growth values were related to higher levels of subjective well-
being in middle childhood, extends findings from adult studies of values and subjective 
wellbeing (Sagiv and Schwartz (2000) and adolescent studies of values and psychological 
wellbeing (Bojanowska & Piotrowski, 2018). Thus, it appears that personal values relations 
with subjective wellbeing begin much earlier than previously thought.

While there is evidence that prioritizing unhealthy anxiety values are negatively associ-
ated with subjective wellbeing in adults (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2000), in the current study 
this was only the case for girls, but not for boys or younger and older children. This result 
reflects Schwartz and Sortheix (2018) finding that anxiety values were more strongly nega-
tively associated with subjective wellbeing in females than males in adolescent and adult 
samples. However, more research is needed to understand reasons for these gender-based 
differences and to see whether they extend to other types of values-wellbeing relations (see 
Diener et al. 2017).

Past research has shown that girls tend to prioritize conservation values more than boys 
(e.g., Bilsky et  al., 2015; Döring et  al., 2015). Further, the school environment tends to 
promote and reward specific values, such as conformity, which encourage compliance with 
rules and the smooth functioning of social relations. Positive reinforcement of these moti-
vational goals at school may, in turn, have a positive influence on subjective wellbeing. 
Given that a positive school climate is linked to a greater sense of life meaning when a 
stronger sense of belonging is felt (OECD, 2019c), future research might examine how 
value congruence with teachers and peers (i.e., value attainment and/or the alignment of 
values with the prevailing culture or environment) influences subjective wellbeing.

To move beyond examining the influence of values on subjective wellbeing in isolation, 
this study explored whether perceived social support would mediate relations between val-
ues and wellbeing, as social support is viewed as a protective factor in the field of mental 
health (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). These findings extend the literature by showing that 
healthy growth values are not only directly related to subjective wellbeing, but that per-
ceived social support only partially mediates these relations. While it might be argued that 
actual social support might influence value development, past findings show that values are 
at least in part heritable (Twito & Knafo-Noam, 2020) and that they influence perceptions 
(Sagiv et al., 2017). Given that perceived social support is positively related to subjective 
wellbeing (Goodwin et al., 2004), the current research examined whether these perceptions 
mediate or moderate relations between personal values and subjective wellbeing.

This study found that children who prioritize healthy growth values perceived that 
they had greater social support from (a) parents, (b) teachers, (c) classmates, and (d) close 
friends. In contrast, children who prioritize unhealthy anxiety values perceived they had 



 P. R. Collins et al.

1 3

less social support from (a) parents, (b) teachers, (c) classmates, and (d) close friends. It 
may be the case that children who prioritize growth values have more of a growth mindset 
(i.e., a belief that your ability and intelligence can develop over time; Dweck, 2006), thus 
viewing social support from parents, teachers, classmates, and close friends as beneficial. 
Whereas those who prioritize anxiety values, may have more of a fixed mindset (i.e., your 
ability and intelligence cannot be altered by experience; Dweck, 2006) and thus do not see 
as much benefit from the social support of their parents, teachers, classmates, and close 
friends. However, more research is required to examine these ideas.

While this study did not find an overall (preregistered) moderation effect for perceived 
social support on values-subjective wellbeing relations, it found some interesting patterns 
of moderation within subgroups. Specifically, the study found that for boys, perceived par-
ent support increased subjective wellbeing for those with higher, but not lower growth val-
ues, and conversely, it increased subjective wellbeing for those with lower, but not higher 
anxiety values. Future research should test the independence of these effects, as those high 
on growth values may be lower on anxiety values and vice versa. However, it is also pos-
sible that children who are high on growth values have parents who are more likely to 
reinforce their values, whereas those who are higher on anxiety values do not feel the same 
level of reinforcement. Previous research suggests parent–child value similarity may be 
reciprocal (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Knafo & Galansky, 2008; Knafo & Schwartz, 2009) 
and when values align subjective wellbeing is higher (Flurry et al., 2021). This might sug-
gest that value congruence between parents and children is important to their perceptions 
of social support. However, further research is required to examine these ideas.

Interestingly, this study found contrasting moderation effects for perceived classmate sup-
port on relations between anxiety values and subjective wellbeing for older versus younger 
children. Specifically, for older children  with higher anxiety values, their perceived classmate 
support was associated with greater subjective wellbeing, whereas for younger children  with 
lower anxiety values, their perceived classmate and friend support was positively associated 
with subjective wellbeing. These contrasting effects between older and younger children may 
explain why this study did not find direct associations between anxiety values and subjective 
wellbeing at the sample level. Further research is needed to understand whether this is due to 
an increase in peer influence in older children, as social support has been found to be more 
important with age in childhood (Chu et al., 2010).

Practical implications, limitations, and future directions

Schools are not only expected to improve the academic outcomes of their students, but increas-
ingly their wellbeing (OECD, 2019a, b, c, d). This emphasis on student wellbeing is reflected 
in the high number of wellbeing programs being offered in schools (Dix et al., 2020a). How-
ever, even though some research suggests small but positive outcomes (Fenwick-Smith et al., 
2018; Ferreira Lima & Araujo de Morais, 2018; Goldberg et al., 2019; Kumar & Mohideen, 
2019; Tomé et al., 2021), criticism of school-based wellbeing programs has focused on their 
‘one size fits all’ approach (e.g., Street, 2017; Weare & Nind, 2011), and the lack of robust 
research designs or high quality empirical evidence (see review Dix et al., 2020a; 2020b). This 
highlights the need for schools to match wellbeing programs with specific problems, including 
intrapersonal (e.g., internalizing behavior) and interpersonal domains (e.g., bullying), as well 
as student competencies, such as self-awareness (i.e., insight building) and problem solving 
(see meta-analysis, Mertens et al., 2020). The current research may help practitioners to think 
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about ways of individualizing their programs. Future studies could compare the effectiveness 
of ’one size fits’ programs with more individualized programs.

As with all research, this study had some limitations. First, as with almost all values 
research, this study relied on self-reports for values, perceived social support and subjec-
tive wellbeing. While self-reporting can be subject to social desirability bias, Schwartz et al. 
(1997) argue that social desirability is a personality trait that is meaningfully related to value 
importance. While motivational goals, happiness and perceptions are not directly observable, 
prompting researchers to ask respondents directly (using self-reports), behaviors may indicate 
propensity toward these factors. As such, future research should examine peer and teacher 
reports of behaviors that can reflect these constructs. To further ameliorate possible biases 
associated with self-reports, this study administered each of the surveys separately using an 
online survey for values and paper-based surveys for other constructs, over a two-week time-
frame. Future studies could also consider direct measures of actual social support, as a pos-
sible protective factor (Lyell et al., 2020), as well as different indicators of wellbeing (Rueger, 
et al., 2016).

Second, participants were recruited from schools located in areas with relatively high soci-
oeconomic status (i.e., 10th decile for economic advantage vs. disadvantage, education, and 
occupation; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Additionally, this study was undertaken in 
just one country, Australia. However, the sample could be considered to be culturally diverse, 
as schools were located in areas with relatively high proportions of adults born overseas (i.e., 
39–43% having both parents born overseas compared with the national average of 28%; Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Despite this, future research should examine values-wellbe-
ing relations in more diverse school populations.

Conclusion

Improving the wellbeing of school children is a clear aim around the world, with countries, 
like Australia, producing wellbeing frameworks (i.e., Education Council, 2018; Goodhue 
et al., 2021), and the Council of Europe (2023) and OECD countries endorsing the PISA 
2018 Wellbeing Framework (OECD, 2019d). While institutions focusing on wellbeing 
in childhood recognize the importance of values (OECD, 2019a), our study is the first to 
show clear associations between personal values, subjective wellbeing and perceived social 
support in middle childhood. Thus, this study paves the way for a deeper understanding of 
how such individual differences in childhood can inform the practice of wellbeing support 
in schools.
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